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Follow the beat. 

He looks down at his feet. 

One foot in front of the other. One foot. Then the other. He walks a straight line right in the middle of the 
street, stumbling a little but not straying from the line he draws in his mind. A straight line. One foot in front 
of the other. Follow the beat. 

He looks up at the sky. 

You can't see the stars from the city, Axl found out when he started living here. No matter how far off the 
outskirts you ramble, no matter how hard you squint, they're all gone, faded behind a cloak of smoke and out 
sparked by a swathe of artificial light, casting everything in an eerie, unnatural light gold, hovering over 
everything like electric fireflies. 

He looks up as he spins once, twice, three times, the tops of the buildings blurring and spiraling go the street 
lights and the garish neon signs, follow the beat. He closes his eyes and in the darkness of his eyelids the stars 
of endless fields sparkle bright, bright, bright, bursting in the black. 

"You'll get dizzy," Tracii warns from somewhere outside of his mad spinning circle, too far away to matter. 
"No, | won't," Axl says, and he spins and spins. Follow the beat. 


"Fine," Tracii amends, still too out there to matter ". You'll get me dizzy," 


Axl stumbles to a stop and looks up at the sky again, but his make believe stars are gone, shattered by the 
intrusion There's only streetlights and neon signs left, there's the thrashing noise of a helicopter, the gurgle of 


unabashed laughter coming from one of these buildings. Someone's listening to music, rockabilly bouncing in pale 


echoes in the night. Silence feels so farfetched he doesn't even get it in his sleep anymore. 
Fucking idiot, he thinks. You lost the beat. 


Feeling vaguely disappointed, he looks down at Tracii, who's seated on the sidewalk as if it were his bedroom 
floor. Axl envies that ease he has with this place, like the whole of it is part of him and he can never be 
bothered to feel out of place, not even unguarded and wide open as he is right now, exposed. Axl's always 
prefered small places where he could be alone, shuttered cupboards and cracks in the landscape, where he can 
hide away and pretend at nonexistence for a while, hidden from the brash world by the kindness of the stars. 


Somewhere in the distance, a cat screeches ominously, and here in this rundown empty street littered with 


garbage the air stinks of blossoming cockroaches. 

You're never alone here, not really. There's always someone around, something to do, some new thing to try 
out. It's the only thing he misses from home, the only thing he wishes he could have bottled up and brought 
out here with him to his new life: the thrilling solitude of the country, and a field of black spotted with 
glimmering stars. 

Axl sighs "Come on, let's go," 

Tracii makes a face like he's considering Axl's command, shaking the bottle on his hand and slouching at finding 
that it's perfectly empty. He gingerly places the tinted glass bottle on the edge of the sidewalk, where it sways 
precariously a couple of times before it stands still. The streetlights hit the glass and the angle makes it look 
like they're trapped inside, fireflies in spring. 


Its an absurdly melancholy thought, and it makes Axl shut his eyes again and start to walk away, long strides 
taking him back to the moldy place he's calling home. He stops when he doesn't hear Tracii behind him. 


"You coming?" he asks, 
Tracii is standing in the middle of the deserted street, a study in shadow and contrast under the streetlights. 
A rat scurries out of the gutter and fades into the night, and for a second Axl thinks Tracii is going to chase 


it, the glimmer of his eyes catlike and the curve of his spine resembling a stray's distinctive alertness. 


"Sounds like people are having fun somewhere," Tracii says, looking around and scanning the wind, but failing to 


locate the way the faded music is coming from. Tracii grins, "Let's dance," 
Axl rolls his eyes. 
"How about we just walk," he suggests, raising a finger to point home " that way?" 


"Come on," Tracii says, covering the distance between them in a few uncoordinated strides that breath an odd 


kind of grace and grasping for Axl's hands "Dance!" 


"Fuck you, no," Axl tries to flail away from his reach, but he's pathetically drunk, dizzy enough from all the 
spinning that Tracii manages to trap him and pull him close, drag him against his body like a rag doll. 


"Come on," Tracii pleads, breath warm and too close to Axl's face for comfort "One dance, and | promise l'll 


walk," Directly against Axl's temple, he says like a pledge "I'll walk," 


Any other time, he probably would have just shoved Tracii off and dragged him by the ear back to the 
apartment. Tonight though, the tinny music bounces off the spheres and he's tired of not fitting in this city 


that's much too wide, much too indulgent in the way it sprawls over the landscape like a dead giant atop a hill 
"You better," he says. Tracii grins like the cat in Alice in Wonderland, a half moon in the deep black skies. 


There's a dreamlike quality to this night. It's been threatening to rain for weeks now, the air moist and thick to 
the point that it feels like breathing in clouds. Lightheaded from spinning and dizzy from drinking, his feet might 
as well not be touching the ground. 


"It can be like a band bonding exercise," Tracii says, moving his feet carefully and pulling Axl along in a sweeping 
circle. The music fades in and out with the wind, wafts of it washing over them with the occasional words 


pushing through the dark. 
‘lm not in your band," Axl reminds him. 


His arms find their way up around Tracii's neck, more out of reflex than anything else,to stop himself from 
stumbling and falling face first to the floor. His hair is lying flat against his scalp like a dead thing and he feels 
like he's melting, and if he were to fall down he'd splatter on the pavement like a sad lump of nothing, 


strawberry syrup and tomato sauce left to rot amongst the rats and cockroaches. 


"You could be if you wanted to," Tracii breathes against his temple, a hot sneaky whisper that carries far 


more than it should. Keywords: if you wanted fo. 


Tracii pulls him up and in close enough that every line of their bodies coincide, tight enough that Axl can feel 
the entirety of him up close and personal, radiating heat like a furnace and smiling like a demented creature 


trying to lure him into.into what? 


The hard length of Tracii's dick against his thigh seems to answer that one for him, Tracii's leather pants 
making a poor attempt at concealing the obvious double entendre to be found in the soft words he seems to 
want to inscribe into Axl's skull. Axl would laugh, but the smoke and mirrors of this night make him smother it 
under a sigh as Tracii drags them over some littered garbage in their dancing. They do an awkward turn, and a 


soda can rolls as if it were getting away from their terrible moves. 


"Are you trying to recruit me with your dick? Or are you trying to seduce me with recruitment?" Axl 


whispers to Tracii's chin, feeling outgunned and evil "Either way, it's not working" 


"No?" Tracii says, like he wasn't expecting it, but he doesn't care, not at all. He's still grinning, like he would 
stay up all night dancing uncoordinatedly in the middle of the street, the way they are right now, pressing 
Axl's body close and dragging him along, and that would be enough. 


"No," Axl says, and it sounds feeble, buried under the blood rushing in his ears. 


And he's standing on the edge of the abysm, he knows he is, a wide chasm swallowing galaxies whole, sucking 


him in, in, in. 
"Pity," Tracii laments, but not really, and his lips brush a little against Axl's cheek 


They're exposed out here, but curled up into the warmth of Tracii's body, swaying errantly to someone else's 
music as it bounces off buildings and loses itself in the clouds and the dark like the scurrying rats, he feels a 


bit like a stray cat himself, like maybe he could find the way to make this place belong to him. 


Tracii's hand dances down his back in a caress of yearning, and it occurs to Axl that he could make this boy 
belong to him too. 


If Axl moved his mouth a little bit, just a crucial little bit, he could kiss him. He could taste the curve of 
Tracii's annoying lips, feel the stretch of that infuriating grin and learn it intimately. He could slide his hands 
into Tracii's hair, curl his tongue into his mouth, and he could wipe the grin away entirely, replace it with 


something else. It's a powerful thought, one that sends a rush of something gushing through his veins, burning 


like holy water on the skin of the Devil 
If he wanted to.. 


"Song's over," Axl says, peeling Tracii's arms from him and ignoring the wide grin he knows is practically 
splitting the other's face in two, a half moon instead of a row of teeth. 


His heart is beating jackhammer quick against his ribcage, and he's feeling even more lightheaded than before. 


"Come on," he says, moving along and not checking to see if Tracii's following him. There's a distinct freedom to 


be found in being the one that walks away, "home," 


He breathes in the night air greedily, because however damp and hot it's less dazzling than the tang of Traci 
clinging to his nostrils, the feel of him ebbing away from his pores and gushing out from him like liquid 


sunshine, like rain that never fell. 


Tracii does follow him, only catching up when Axl's already half a block away. He crashes into Axl like a 
heatwave in this darkened, moist night, and clings to him as they walk, hangs onto his clothes, his sleeve, the 


hem of his jacket. Axl lets him. 


Solitude gets kind of oppressive, anyway. 


